University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
SourceMex

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

5-2-2001

Weak Indigenous Rights Legislation Endangers
Chiapas Peace Process
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/sourcemex
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Weak Indigenous Rights Legislation Endangers Chiapas Peace Process." (2001). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
sourcemex/4375

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in SourceMex by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 53481
ISSN: 1054-8890

Weak Indigenous Rights Legislation Endangers Chiapas
Peace Process
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Mexico
Published: 2001-05-02
The Chiapas peace process took a step backward after the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies
approved a watered-down version of indigenous-rights legislation in late April. The legislation,
which would require modifications to the Mexican Constitution, was approved by a unanimous
109-0 vote in the Senate.
The Chamber of Deputies later passed the Senate measure by a 386-60 margin, with most of
the dissent coming from the center-left parties in the lower house, the Partido de la Revolucion
Democratica (PRD) and Partido del Trabajo (PT).
On the surface, the legislation approved by both houses of Congress appears to meet demands
by the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) that the government grant indigenous
communities such rights as self-determination and control of their natural resources. These
demands were spelled out in the San Andres accords negotiated by government and EZLN
representatives in 1996 (see SourceMex, 1996-02-21). President Vicente Fox used the San Andres
accords as the basis of the legislation on indigenous rights that he submitted to Congress in
December 2000 (see SourceMex, 2000- 12-13).
But the version of the indigenous-rights bill that was approved by the Congress made significant
modifications to the initiative crafted by the congressional Chiapas Peace Commission (Comision
de Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA) and submitted by Fox, making the bill unacceptable to the
EZLN and other indigenous-rights advocates like the Congreso Nacional Indigena (CNI).

Strict conditions imposed on indigenous rights
In almost all instances, the congressional initiative significantly weakened indigenous rights by
adding language that required communities to act in accordance with the Mexican Constitution and
state laws. For example, indigenous communities gained the right to hold elections according to
traditional customs and practices, but were still subject to conditions imposed by state governments.
Critics said this measure not only usurped some rights from indigenous peoples but also created
potential problems for groups like the Mixtecos, whose communities span several states.
Under the initiative passed in Congress, the Mixteco people would be subject to conditions set
by the Oaxaca, Puebla, and Guerrero state governments. The congressional bill also created what
indigenous- rights advocates said were unacceptable restrictions on the use of natural resources.
Indigenous communities gained only nominal control of their natural resources because they would
still be subject to federal and state laws. For example, indigenous communities would be prohibited
from cutting timber on their own land without first obtaining a federal permit.
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Zapatistas halt all contact with federal government
The EZLN reacted angrily to the approval of the watered- down bill, immediately instructing its
chief negotiator Fernando Yanez Munoz, also known as Comandante German, to refrain from any
further contact with the government's Chiapas Peace Commissioner Luis H. Alvarez.
The EZLN, which has pushed hard for passage of an indigenous-rights bill based on the San
Andres accords, directed most of its anger at Senate leaders Diego Fernandez de Cevallos of the
conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), Enrique Jackson Ramirez and Manuel Bartlett Diaz
of the long- governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), and Jesus Ortega of the centerleft Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD). The four Senate leaders were responsible for
promoting the changes in the indigenous-rights bill.
"Are they not concerned about the conflict in Chiapas?" EZLN leader Subcomandante Marcos said
in a statement issued from the rebels' headquarters in the Lacandon Jungle in Chiapas. "They are
ensuring that the war will not end, that the military will continue its dirty tricks in Chiapas, and that
the Zapatistas will remain a clandestine group."
The angry statements were a stark contrast to the optimistic climate that followed the speeches by
EZLN leaders before the Congress in March. The speeches were the culmination of a 12-state tour
by EZLN leaders to advocate indigenous rights (see SourceMex, 2001-04-04). Marcos also saved
some of his criticism for Fox for failing to defend his version of the bill more vigorously. "With this
version of reform, federal legislators and the Fox government close the door to dialogue and peace,"
Marcos' statement said.
Fox's initial reaction was to oppose the version of the indigenous-rights bill approved by Congress,
but the president also said he would seek changes to the legislation by means other than an outright
veto. "We must see the passage of this bill as a positive development, but we must also continue to
fight for the changes that are needed," Fox told reporters.
Xochitl Galvez, director of the president's special office for development of indigenous communities
(Oficina Presidencial para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indios), said Fox was not currently in a
position to veto the bill because the legislative process had not been completed. She noted that the
bill must first be considered by the legislatures of Mexico's 31 states and the Federal District. The
measure must be approved by state legislatures because it involves amendments of the Mexican
Constitution. "This is not the reform that we were seeking," said Galvez. "The initiative fails to
provide legal recognition for indigenous peoples."
The CNI vowed to organize massive demonstrations in opposition to the bill, including a
large protest held in Mexico City on International Labor Day on May 1. Some of the future
demonstrations will single out PRD members in the Senate who voted to support the watered-down
bill, CNI officials said. "[The PRD senators] came out looking bad," said Abelardo Torres Cortez, a
CNI leader. "It would have been better if they had pushed for no bill to be approved in the Senate."
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53481
ISSN: 1054-8890

The CNI also criticized those legislators of indigenous origins who voted for the watered-down
bill, including Deputy Nicasia Garcia of the Partido Verde Ecologista Mexicano (PVEM), Deputy
Jose Feliciano Moo Kan of the PRI, and others. "Those legislators of indigenous origins do not
represent their people but their party," said CNI leader Juan Anzaldo. Legislative commission seeks
to continue dialogue COCOPA leaders said they would attempt to keep the lines of communication
open with the EZLN, since the Zapatista statements regarding the interruption of the peace talks
appeared to be directed primarily at the Fox government. "If the dialogue is not maintained, it
would mean the conditions for peace are nonexistent," said PRD Deputy Emilio Ulloa, a COCOPA
member.
Ulloa said the PT and PRD members of COCOPA have proposed lobbying the various state
legislatures to reject the indigenous-rights measure that came out of the Senate and the Chamber
of Deputies. "The indigenous-rights bill could well be defeated by the state legislatures of Mexico
state, Oaxaca, Chiapas, Guerrero, and Hidalgo," Ulloa said. If the measure is not ratified in all 31
Mexican states and the Federal District, the bill would return to Congress for possible revisions.
Meanwhile, Chiapas Peace Commissioner Luis H. Alvarez appealed to the EZLN not to cut off all
contact with his office. He said Fox has shown good will by meeting many of the conditions set by
the rebels for dialogue to proceed, including closing military bases in the EZLN zone of influence
and releasing most Zapatista prisoners from state and federal prisons. Alvarez also reminded the
EZLN that the peace process remained in a stalemate during the absence of negotiations in the past
several years. "The prolonged suspension of dialogue has not contributed in any way to addressing
the root causes of the conflict or contributed to the peace process," Alvarez said.
The breakdown in the peace process has created problems for Chiapas Gov. Pablo Salazar
Mendiguchia, who led a coalition of opposition parties, including the PAN and the PRD, to oust the
PRI from the governor's mansion. Salazar said the bill's passage was "a triumph for conservatism."
In particular, he singled out Sen. Fernandez de Cevallos, who led a PAN boycott of the EZLN speech
before Congress in March. (Sources: CNI en Linea, 04/24/01; Proceso, 04/29/01; Associated Press,
04/23/01, 04/25/01, 04/28/01, 04/30/01; Los Angeles Times, Notimex, 04/29/01, 04/30/01; The New York
Times, The Washington Post, Agence France-Presse, 04/30/01; Reuters, 04/26/01, 04/28/01, 05/01/01;
El Financiero, 04/23/01, 04/24/01, 04/26/01, 04/27/01, 05/02/01; La Jornada, 04/23-27/01, 04/29/01,
04/30/01, 05/02/01; Excelsior, 04/24/01, 04/25/01, 04/27/01, 04/29/01, 05/02/01; Novedades, 04/24/01,
04/26/01, 04/27/01, 04/29/01, 04/30/01, 05/02/01; El Economista, 04/24/01, 04/26/01, 04/30/01, 05/02/01;
El Universal, 04/23/01, 04/25-27/01, 04/29/01, 04/30/01, 05/01/01, 05/02/01; Reforma, 04/25-27/01,
04/29/01, 04/30/01, 05/01/01, 05/02/01; The News, 04/25/01, 05/02/01)
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